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ABSTRACT
This research presents the results of a qualitative and quantitative investigation into what
factors are present at time zero that increase the probability that a startup will achieve long term
sustainability.
Survival rates for startups in the United States (U.S.) are disappointingly low and
economically inefficient. The data shows that the U.S. clearly lags its peer countries in the
survival rates of startups. The U.S ranked an unacceptable 11th of 14 among its peer countries in
first-year survival rates in recent years. Startup failure does not only impact the entrepreneur; it
also impacts creditors, vendors, community stakeholders, and employees. While it is commonly
acknowledged that entrepreneurial businesses contribute to economic growth, the influential
impact survival can have on economic growth within the community is often understated. The
economic impact of startups on the community makes this area of research even more vital. To
avoid failure and improve the sustainability of startups requires an in-depth understanding of
the factors that are causal and non-causal to sustainability.
While there has been significant investment and support by communities, government,
and private foundations, startup failure rates remain virtually unchanged in the last two decades.
Despite the many years of research in the field of entrepreneurship, U.S. failure rates within the
first five years’ average 53%, regardless of the industry membership or economic cycles.

v

Identifying factors that are causal and non-causal to the sustainability of emerging businesses is
crucial to the founders and stakeholders.
Within this study, both internal and external factors that may be causal to the macro
survival rate of U.S. startups were studied. The external factors were studied quantitatively,
using data published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), Federal Reserve Economic Data
(FRED) and the Brookings Institute. A protocol of regression analysis and visual analytics were
applied to evaluate the quantitative data. It demonstrated that external factors such as the
change in real gross domestic product (RGDP), interest rates, and expansion of accelerators
have had no significant effect on U.S. macro startup survival rates. Further, the findings confirm
that neither geographic location nor industry membership impacted U.S. macro startup survival
rates.
Internal factors were studied qualitatively, using a grounded theory protocol. The qualitative
research did uncover three internal factors that were causal to survival of the startups studied.
Those internal factors were:
 Career Autonomy – The entrepreneurs motivated by career autonomy were significantly
more likely to achieve long-term sustainability.
 Allies – The entrepreneurs who identify and utilized allies were more likely to survive.
 Purposeful Margin of Safety model – Startups whose founders had a rigorous
understanding of the margin of safety (MOS) and its underlying elements of pricing and
break-even analysis were more likely to survive.
This qualitative study provides significant evidence that, when these three causal factors
are present, the likelihood of sustainability is high. These findings extend our knowledge on how
to improve the probability of sustainability for the firms. This study demonstrates that the U.S.
can and should improve its startup survival rates by focusing on the internal factors that are
necessary at time zero to ensure sustainability and survival.
vi

CHAPTER ONE

A Description of “Startup Business Plans: Do Academic Researchers and Expert
Practitioners Still Disagree?”

Note to Reader
Portions of this Chapter have been previously published in the Muma Business
Review, 2017,1(15):189-197, and have been reproduced with the permission of the
Muma Business Review.

Description
The deep divide between the academic and practitioner guidance with respect to startup
planning continues to expand. The unique communities differ on their advice to founders on
both the value and methods of creating a startup business plan with respect to the importance
of creating a startup plan. This gap is observable in the literature. It is important to understand
the difference between a startup business plan, which is formed at time zero, and a strategic
business plan that is subsequently created. Understanding the unique challenges of time zero
planning can contribute to further understanding which factors are causal to sustainability.

This literature review demonstrates the existing gap between the methods advocated for
startup planning within academic and practitioner publications, especially when measured over
time. The recent preferences of practitioners and academics to minimize or abandon traditional
1

strategic planning methods and utilize either no planning or “lean” planning as an alternative are
particularly interesting. A longitudinal exploration of the motivations and reasoning that are
causal to the divergence of the two communities as employed in this research serves to
advance the understanding of the role of planning undertaken by startups at time zero(Gilbert
Gonzalez, 2017a).
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CHAPTER TWO

A Description of “What Factors Are Causal to Survival of a Startup?

Note to Reader
Portions of this Chapter have been previously published in the Muma Business
Review, 2017,1(9):97-114, and have been reproduced with the permission of the Muma
Business Review.

Description
Both internal and external factors that may be causal to the macro survival rate of U.S. startups
were studied in this research. The external factors were studied quantitatively, using data
published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), Federal Reserve Economic Data (FRED) and
the Brookings Institute. A protocol of regression analysis and visual analytics were applied to
evaluate the quantitative data. It demonstrated that external factors such as the change in real
gross domestic product (RGDP), interest rates, and expansion of accelerators have had no
significant effect on U.S. macro startup survival rates. Further, the findings confirm that neither
geographic location nor industry membership impacted U.S. macro startup survival rates.
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Internal factors were studied qualitatively, using a grounded theory protocol. The qualitative
research did uncover three internal factors that were causal to survival of the startups studied.
Those internal factors were:
 Career Autonomy – The entrepreneurs motivated by career autonomy were
significantly more likely to achieve long-term sustainability.
 Allies – The entrepreneurs who identify and utilized allies were more likely to survive.
 Purposeful Margin of Safety model – Startups whose founders had a rigorous
understanding of the margin of safety (MOS) and its underlying elements of pricing and
break-even analysis were more likely to survive.
This qualitative study provides significant evidence that, when these three causal factors are
present, the likelihood of sustainability is high. These findings extend our knowledge on how to
improve the probability of sustainability for the firms. This study demonstrates that the U.S. can
and should improve its startup survival rates by focusing on the internal factors that are
necessary at time zero to ensure sustainability and survival.(Gilbert Gonzalez, 2017b)
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CHAPTER THREE

A Description of “A Risk Analysis for Initial Needs (RAIN): Improving a Time Zero
Startup Plan through Resource Based Auditing (RBA) and a Launch Focused Strategy”

Note to Reader
Portions of this Chapter have been previously published in the Muma Business
Review, 2017,1(8):81-95, and have been reproduced with the permission of the Muma
Business Review.

Description
Risk Analysis for Initial Needs (RAIN) is a planning model with a resource-based audit (RBA)
tool to support the creation of a time zero startup business plan. Improving on the planning
model will improve the perceived value of the startup plan to founders and stakeholders. RAIN
is unique in that it identifies gaps between the needs and availability of the needed resources at
time zero.

The creation of RAIN was motivated by the desire to seek a solution to the business
problem of continuously high failure rates through improved startup business planning. RAIN
5

improves the startup business plan by replacing traditional environmental auditing with
resource-based auditing (RBA), and focusing on sustainability and scalability during the postlaunch Incubation period. Using the RAIN startup planning model at time zero and throughout
the early stages of the business lifecycle should improve sustainability and encourage founders
to embrace developing and using startup plans.(Gilbert Gonzalez, 2017)
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